Ben Zvi (Signs of Jonah, 28;; "Jonah 4:11 and the Metaprophetic Character," JHS 9 [2009] ;; available at http://www.jhsonline.org) proposes a sophisticated interpretation based on a "double-ending." In the world of the story and Jonah son of Amittai, who prophesied about the expansion of Israel during the reign of Jeroboam II (2 Kgs 14:25)-more than a century before the destruction of Nineveh-the Lord took pity on Nineveh, as reflected in various details of the plot (chapters 3-4). In this context, the story concludes, quite naturally, with a rhetorical question. But after the lapse of several centuries, the later Persian-period literati for whom the work was written could read the verse on two levels: in addition to the rhetorical question, they also heard a declaration that ultimately The very last words-"and many beasts"-indicate that divine mercy transcends human beings and includes animals as well. 2 Just how indigestible this idea is to an anthropocentric worldview is reflected in the traditional readings that alter its meaning and take "and many beasts" to mean the human inhabitants of Nineveh. As Rashi writes: "And many beasts: adults with the intelligence of beasts, in that they do not know who created them." According to Deuteronomy Rabbah, "many beasts" alludes to the evildoers among the citizens of Nineveh: "And should not I pity Nineveh in which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand persons: These are the righteous. And many beasts: These are the wicked, whose deeds are like those of beasts." 3 Among modern scholars, too, some do not read compassion for animals into this verse. John A. Miles, who reads the story as a parody, does not strip the expression of its plain meaning, but understands it as a witticism by the Lord:
The last line in particular, with its closing words , "plus the many animals," must surely prompt a smile;; for if Jonah is foolish in his resentment, the Ninevites, dressing their animals in sackcloth and forcing them to fast, have been foolish in their repentance. God concedes this much to Jonah. 4 These interpretations fit in with the fact that many of the most influential Western thinkers throughout the centuries left animals beyond the pale of their moral concerns, as the following short survey makes clear.
In the first century, Paul maintained that the Torah's prohibition on muzzling a threshing ox (Deut 25:4) does not stem from concern for animals but has an anthropocentric motive:
For it is written in the law of Moses, "You shall not muzzle an ox when it is treading out the grain." Is it for oxen that God is the Lord would not forgive Nineveh and would consign the city to destruction at the end of the seventh century BCE-a historical datum of which they were well aware. In the present article I relate only to the world of the narrative itself, for which the ultimate fate of the Assyrian Empire is beyond the historical horizon. Nor do I believe that the historical fall of the great city detracts from the message of the story, which is that the Lord pities Nineveh after its citizens repent;; but this does not guarantee, of course, that He will not destroy it in the future, in different circumstances, as retribution for its sins.
concerned? Does He not speak entirely for our sake? It was written for our sake, because the plowman should plow in hope and the thresher thresh in hope of a share in the crop. 5 In the thirteenth century, Aquinas asked "whether irrational creatures ought to be loved out of charity?" and replied in the negative, in part because we have no sense of friendship with them. 6 The idea that nonrational creatures do not merit moral consideration was widespread during the Enlightenment and was given extreme expression by Descartes (1596-1650). In line with his famous cogito ergo sum, "I think, therefore I am," 7 only man is a "thinking being";; animals are not. He viewed animals as automatons incapable of conscious states, including a sense of pain. Because they are only "machines," they are not worthy of (nor do they need) moral consideration. 8 Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), too, argued that "all animals exist only as means, and not for their own sakes, in that they have no self consciousness, whereas man is the end." Our obligations towards animals are really "indirect duties to humanity";; for example, to educate men against cruelty. 9 The anthropocentrism that excludes animals from the ethical domain casts light on the extent to which the final words of the book of Jonah, "and many beasts," are not self-evident and may even be unexpected. Nevertheless, not only is the idea that the Lord has compassion for animals expressed in the Bible, 10 it is 5 1 Cor 9:9-10. 6 10 For example, the reason for observing the Shabbat as given in the book of Exodus: "that your ox and your ass may have rest, and the son of your bondmaid and the alien may be refreshed" (Exod 23:12). From this we may infer that animals have needs that must be recognized and respected. This precept protects animals' right to a day of rest just as it protects the right of the weaker and exploited elements in human society. Similar sentiments are expressed in the book of Psalms: "Man and beast particularly appropriate for the book of Jonah, in which animals play a prominent role, both as obedient agents of God and as members of a community who are partners in repenting and possibly also in shouting to the Lord. As I hope to show, in Jonah the portrayal of animals as divine agents, as well as the status indicated by the Lord's attitude towards them, plays both a literary and a theological role.
We begin with the portrayal of animals as divine emissaries throughout the Bible and especially in Jonah. Then we turn to how they are depicted in Jonah as members of a community and as full partners in the efforts to abrogate the divine decree against Nineveh. Finally, we see how they too are the object of divine mercy.
ANIMALS AS AGENTS OF THE LORD

Animals as agents of the Lord in the Bible
The book of Jonah is not the first to describe animals as emissaries of the Lord. The ram caught in the thicket, in the Binding of Isaac (Gen 22:13), is a helpless agent, a passive sacrifice, but also an essential part of the divine plan. Balaam's ass, whose mouth is opened by the Lord so that it can speak words of sense to its abusive master (Num 22:28-30), is an agent of a different type-a self-conscious being, unlike the ram. Whether the action performed by animals that fulfill the Lord's will is consistent with their nature, or at odds with it, they are always His deputies.
The functions of animals as divine agents can be divided into several categories, although a particular animal may belong in more than one category: 11 1. Animals as a miraculous sign or portent: The most impressive biblical miracles worked through animals are probably Balaam's talking ass (Num 22:28-30), Moses' staff that is transformed into a snake, as a sign to help him win the people's confidence (Exod 4:3), and Aaron's staff that is transformed into a serpent to impress Pharaoh (Exod 7:8-12). All three cases are breaches of natural law.
Thou savest, O Lord" (Ps 36:7 [6]);; "for every beast of the forest is Mine, the cattle on a thousand hills. I know all the birds of the air, and all that moves in the field is Mine" (Ps 50:10-11);; and especially "The Lord is good to all, and His compassion is over all that He has made" (Ps 145:9 But there is a difference between Balaam's ass, an animal that existed before the miracle and continued to exist afterwards, and the miraculous metamorphosis of the staffs into reptiles. The quail sent by the Lord to feed the Israelites are another miracle involving animals, though this time there is no gross deviation from natural law. In addition to their function of feeding the discontented people they also serve as a sign: "then you shall know that I am the Lord your God" (Exod 16:12). 12 We could perhaps say that the dogs, who are merely following their nature when they lap up the water that contains Ahab's blood, are a sign that the Lord's pledge that the king will be punished measure for measure has been fulfilled (1 Kgs 21:19 and 22:38). Sometimes animals serve as a portent by acting contrary to their nature: the dogs that refrain from howling on the night before the Israelites' departure from Egypt (Exod 11:7), the lion that does not mangle the body of the man of God or kill his donkey (1 Kgs 13:28), and the lions that do not touch Daniel (Dan 6:23 [22] ). Usually it is the Lord who takes the initiative to employ animals as a portent;; but we find that the Philistines, too, employed animals to determine whether it was the God of Israel who had sent their troubles on them. They placed the Ark of the Covenant on a cart drawn by milch cows, who, contrary to their nature, took the road up to BethShemesh, lowing as they went but turning neither to the left or right, even though they had been separated from their calves (1 Sam 6:12). 2. Animals that serve a didactic purpose: the instruction "Consecrate to me all the first-born;; whatever is the first to open the womb among the people of Israel, both of man and of beast, is mine" (Exod 13:2) has an educational purpose: reminding 14 See Jer 8:17: " 'For behold, I am sending among you serpents, adders which cannot be charmed, and they shall bite you,' says the Lord";; Amos 9:3: "Though they hide from my sight at the bottom of the sea, there I will command the serpent, and it shall bite them. Cherith (1 Kgs 17:6). 18 Heavenly animals, too, are enlisted, like the horses (and chariot) of fire that protect Elisha against the Aramean troop (2 Kgs 6:17). 19 Despite the many functions played by animals as divine agents in the Bible, there is no story in which such animals evince any degree of independence, such as that enjoyed by the fox in the Sumerian legend of Enki and Ninhursag. A fox is there the gods' envoy to bring Ninhursag before them, having volunteered for the mission in return for a suitable reward. 20 In the Bible, including the book of Jonah, animals that serve as agents of the Lord are totally subordinate to Him and do not ask to be compensated for their services.
Animals as agents of the Lord in the book of Jonah
The book of Jonah portrays the actions of the great fish as implementations of divine decrees: the Lord "appoints it" to swallow up Jonah (2:1 [1:17]), just as He later "appoints" the gourd, the worm, and the east wind (4:6-8). More important, the fish obeys when the Lord tells it to vomit Jonah out: "And the Lord spoke to the fish, and it vomited out Jonah upon the dry land" (2:11 [10]). Jonah and the fish are the only creatures addressed by the Lord in this story. 21 But unlike Jonah, who must be spoken to a second time before he 18 In the apocryphal book of 2 Baruch (77:19-26 and 87:1), Baruch employs an eagle (or vulture) to carry missives to the tribes;; he enjoins it not to tarry and reminds it of the dove sent out by Noah after the flood, of the ravens that fed Elijah at the Lords' behest, and of the bird that served Solomon and flew wherever he commanded. The story of ravens who feed a holy man is also found in Christian legends (no doubt influenced by the story of Elijah) about St. Paul in the wilderness, to whom a raven brings bread every day. performs his mission ("Then the word of the Lord came to Jonah the second time, saying" [3:1]), the fish complies the first time. 22 Perhaps the text is picking up on Jonah's act of prayer-"Then Jonah prayed to the Lord his God from the belly of the fish. He said ( )" (2:2-3 [1-2])-when it employs the same root in the context of the Lord's deliverance of Jonah: "The Lord spoke ( ) to the fish …" (2:11 [10] ). This reinforces the link between the prayer and the divine response, measure for measure.
The great fish that swallows Jonah seems to fit into all of the categories listed above. The miracle of Jonah's being swallowed, spending three days inside the fish, and then being vomited up on the shore, safe and sound, turns the episode (for both Jonah and readers) into a sign of divine involvement in everything that happens. The fish serves both as a means to punish the prophet, who, trying to evade his mission, finds himself trapped helplessly in its bowels for three days, and as a "life raft" that saves him from drowning. 23 Most of all, Jonah's adventure with the fish promotes the moral lesson of the story, as I shall try to show below. The worm, which is also an agent of God, serves only a didactic function, teaching both the prophet and readers that the Lord governs all His creatures and that having compassion for every living being is a virtue.
The Tales of the Prophets by al-Kisa'i, a medieval Arabic collection of popular interpretations of the narratives of the Old and New Testaments, 24 retells the story of Jonah with significant changes and extensive homiletic additions. 25 In this version the role of animals as divine agents is developed at length and several of them actually speak. Among other new details we learn that when Jonah ran away he took his property and family with him, only to lose his belongings and be separated from his wife and two sons during his flight. The account of the loss of the older son, kid- 22 In the Bible, the only other animal to whom God speaks is the serpent in Eden, whom God addresses to curse (Gen 3:14) . 23 napped by a wolf, is relevant for us. When Jonah sets out in pursuit the wolf turns to him and says, intelligibly: "Jonah, turn back from me, for I am commanded to do so." 26 The fish, too, addresses Jonah before swallowing him, "Jonah, I have come from India in search of you." 27 After the fish vomits up Jonah, who is utterly exhausted and reduced to skin and bones, the Lord sends a gazelle to nurse him, as a mother does a child. 28 After Jonah completes his mission he is reunited with his family. He discovers his older son in the care of a shepherd, who tells him that a wolf had brought him the boy and informed him, "in an eloquent tongue," that he was receiving the child in trust from God. 29 But the biblical account is marvelous enough without alKisa'i's homiletic expansions. It is easy to understand how the extraordinary incident of Jonah's being swallowed by a huge fish, remaining in its bowels for three days, and returning to dry land hale and hearty has captured readers' imagination and made Jonah one of the best-known biblical tales for the general public. Scholars who want to focus on the book's theological message complain about what they consider to be the excessive attention directed to this one episode. As G. Campbell Morgan put it wittily, "Never mind the fish. Men have been looking so hard at the great fish that they have failed to see the great God." 30 Leslie C. Allen, who quotes Morgan and agrees, adds, "but obviously a subject that takes up only three verses out of a total forty-eight can hardly be regarded as the narrator's main concern." 31 As I will try to show below, however, the huge fish and tiny worm are devices employed by the narrator and by the Lord (as a literary character) to convey a better understanding of the Lord's essence and ways, and of His governance of the entire earth. Hence (pace Morgan) interest in them does not conflict with interest in the Lord Himself.
Jonah's encounter with the great fish and survival in its gut have long been a topic of debate between those who accept the historicity of the story and those who reject the possibility of such a miracle and frequently mock the naiveté of the believers in this "fish story." One method employed by those who hold the story to 26 Ibid., 322. 27 Ibid., 323-24. 28 Ibid., 324. 29 be true has been to fish up other incidents in which a human being is supposed to have been swallowed by a marine creature but survived. 32 Another method is to rationalize what is represented as a miracle: Jonah was picked up by a ship named the Big Fish or spent three nights at an inn called At the Sign of the Whale or in a bathing establishment known as The Whale. A less absurd rationalization is that Jonah dreamed he was being tossed about in the bowels of a big fish while he was actually asleep in the bowels of the storm-tossed ship. 33 As Jacques Ellul rightly observes, however, these rationalizing explanations "neglect the text." 34 In light of the widespread occurrence of the motif of a person who survives being swallowed by a fish or sea monster, 35 Paul Haupt believes that the fish was inserted into the story as a device to transport the recalcitrant prophet as swiftly as possible from Joppa to Alexandretta, the start of the shortest road to Nineveh. 37 He seems to forget that the text never tells us where the fish swallowed Jonah, where it spewed him back on to the shore, and how long it then took him to get to Nineveh. 38 None of these arguments attribute any literary or theological importance to the fish. There are several reasons, however, why the story might employ a fish as the agent of God.
First of all, a fish may be associated with the name of the city of Nineveh. Several scholars have noted that in cuneiform, "Nineveh" is written as a fish ( ) inside an enclosure;; that is, we are dealing with a popular Assyrian etymology that associates Nineveh with a fish (Akkadian , Hebrew nûn). 39 According to C.T. Fritsch, the name Nineveh is "an obvious allusion to the rivergoddess Nina, whose emblem was the fish." 40 If the thesis of a link between the name of the city and the fish is correct, the story incorporates an ironic play on words that enhances readers' enjoyment: Jonah tries to flee in the opposite direction, to get as far as possible from "Fish City" and avoid performing his mission. But the Lord intervenes and sees to it that he winds up in a fish all the same-first a marine creature and then the metropolis.
Second, the use of a fish as the divine agent sharpens one of the story's messages: the Lord's absolute control of His world. From the dawn of history the sea has fascinated and terrified the human race, because it is unpredictable, ungovernable, and normally outside the domain of human beings. It is easy to understand the emergence of the ancient myths (which left their traces in the Bible as well) that portray the sea and the monsters to which it is home as a primordial force that wages war against the celestial god(s). 41 Malachi and] Jonah (ICC, 21;; Edinburgh: Clark, 1912), 6-7;; see also ibid., 41. 37 As a counterweight to these myths, various biblical passages emphasize God's control of the sea and all its inhabitants, for He created them all. 42 The same message is encapsulated in Jonah's confession to the sailors: "I fear the Lord, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry land" (1:9). But the prophet belies this profession of faith when he tries to run away from the God who created that same sea by taking passage on a ship. 43 The fish, which obeys the Lord's decree, reminds us that God's dominion extends to the sea as well.
Third, the portrayal of the fish as an agent of God fits in with the broader depiction of animals in general and of all creation as divine agents. This conception sharpens the criticism of Jonah's attempted flight and illustrates its hopelessness. The story develops a contrasting analogy between the animals (and all creation) and Jonah. It describes how fauna (the big fish and the worm, a tiny creature), flora (the gourd), and the forces of nature (the sea, the storm, the sun, and the wind) are all obedient to the word of God. They are all His creatures 44 and consequently His servants and agents. Only the prophet Jonah, who is God's official messenger, tries to evade his mission. 45 The book begins with the Lord's inthis myth in several passages of biblical poetry: "In that day the Lord with his hard and great and strong sword will punish Leviathan the fleeing serpent, Leviathan the twisting serpent, and he will slay the dragon that is in the sea" (Isa 27:1);; "Thou didst divide the sea by Thy might;; Thou didst break the heads of the dragons on the waters. Thou didst crush the heads of Leviathan, Thou didst give him as food for the creatures of the wilderjunction to Jonah-"Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and cry against it;; for their wickedness has come up before me" (Jonah 1:2)-and continues with what seems to be the prophet's full compliance: "And Jonah arose" (v 3). But at once we are astonished to learn that he is in fact trying to run away and avoid his mission: Jonah does arise, but "to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the Lord" (ibid.). Readers, with their natural expectation of total obedience to the divine decree, are shocked and astonished by Jonah's response. 46 Tarshish lies in the opposite direction from Nineveh;; 47 in the last chapter of Isaiah it is cited as a remote place whose inhabitants do not know the name of the Lord (Isa 66:19) . 48 Although Jonah is not the first emissary who attempts to shirk his obligation, 49 he is undoubtedly the only one who, instead of trying to persuade the Lord not to entrust him with the mission, tries to sever his connection with God and His command by means of physical flight. 50 Jonah's rejection of his mission is reflected in the multiple occurrences of the root in the account of his flight from the Lord (1:3 [twice] and 5);; as Uriel Simon notes, this represents both Jonah's "vertical flight" from the Lord and his "horizontal flight" from his assigned destination. 51 Another expression of Jonah's abdication of his duty is the fact that he lies down and goes to sleep while the tempest is raging and all the sailors are crying out to their gods (1:5). Jack M. Sasson links Jonah's slumber with a prophetic trance (see Dan 10:9);; he holds that at this point of the story the prophet bows to the Lord's will and understands that there is no point in trying to run away. 52 But the story does not Person (ibid, 86) sees inanimate objects-the vessel that "thought it was going to founder" (the literal rendering of the Hebrew ) report that the Lord speaks to the prophet at this stage;; He does so only after Jonah's captivity in the bowels of the fish. What is more, had Jonah accepted his assignment at this point, there would have been no need for him to be tossed into the raging sea, an action that Jonah must have expected would lead to his death. It is not a prophetic trance but a profound depression with an accompanying death wish that is expressed by Jonah's deep sleep, like that of Elijah, who asked to die (1 Kgs 19:4-6). 53 Jonah's suggestion that the sailors throw him overboard shows that at this point in the story he would rather die than complete his mission. 54 This argument is compatible with his explicit request to die in the last chapter (Jonah 4:3, 8-9). Except for Jonah, all of the other human characters-the sailors and the Ninevites-seem to recognize the Lord's total control of the world;; witness the sailors' fear of the Lord (1:10-16) and the Ninevites' reaction to the Lord's warning as delivered by Jonah (3:5-9). Perhaps we can draw a parallel between the great fish and the (tiny) worm, both of which serve the divine will, and the emphasis that all the residents of Nineveh, "from the greatest of them to the least of them" (3:5), participated in the collective penance, which demonstrated their belief in the Lord, fasting, and putting on sackcloth. The animals in the story perform God's behest, the human characters try to do His will, and only Jonah flees from his mission. We might also suggest that the prophet's very nameJonah 'dove'-is symbolic, 55 chosen to emphasize the contrast between the prophet who would elude his vocation and the animals who fulfill their duties: it was a dove that did as Noah bade and returned to him with an olive leaf in its mouth (Gen 8:8-12). 56 This 53 Thus Simon, Jonah, 9. Sasson (Jonah, 102) writes that it is "only superficially" similar to 1 Kgs 19:5, but without explaining why. In practice, though, this is one of the many parallels between Jonah and Elijah, on which many have commented. See ;; Gen 8:8, 10, 12);; the Lord's double dispatch of Jonah son of Amittai (Jonah 1:1-2;; 3:1-2). The similarity here is juxtaposed with a significant difference, since yonah the bird does not try to evade its mission, unlike Jonah the prophet, whose attempted escape requires that he be given his orders a second time. 8. Finally, animals have a similar status in the two narratives.
Their fate, for better or worse, depends on that of the different explanation. He would associate the dove with passivity and escaping danger-qualities that initially seem to be associated with Jonah, though later it becomes clear that the ostensibly passive prophet is in fact an angry one, while the ostensibly wrathful God is in fact a dovelike God. But it is difficult to correlate God's behavior with the qualities that Hauser attributes to the dove. Mercy and forgiveness have nothing to do with passivity. 57 Cf. E.W. Esse and I.M. Kikawada, "Jonah and Genesis 11-1 (sic)," AJBI 10 (1984), 3-19 (5). They too note the link between Jonah's name and Noah's dove but do not try to explain its significance. 58 Even if we do not accept the argument, advanced by some scholars, that the psalm in chapter 2 is original to the book (Ellul, The Judgment of Jonah, 46-47;; Magonet, Form and Meaning, 39-54;; Fretheim, The message of Jonah, 58-60;; Ackerman, "Satire," 215;; Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 438-40;; Brichto, Toward a Grammar, 73-74;; Landes, "Gaps," 282-83), it has such strong links with the rest of the story that its incorporation into the book seems to be an act of conscious artistry. For this reason I will include it in the analogy between Jonah and the story of the flood in Genesis.
human race. In the story of the flood they are part of the world that is destroyed, on the one hand, and part of the tiny remnant that is saved, on the other. After the flood the Lord makes a covenant with human beings and all animals (Gen 9:9-11, 17). In the book of Jonah the destruction of Nineveh would have entailed the death of the animals as well;; the reprieve granted to the city also means the survival of the animals (Jonah 4:11). The Lord, whose compassion applies both to the human beings of Nineveh and the animals, takes this into account (ibid.). To summarize this section, the portrayal of animals in general and of the great fish in particular as divine agents serves the story's ideological line and sharpens its lessons: God's absolute control of His world, including the sea that terrifies human beings;; and the criticism of Jonah, God's emissary, who, unlike the animals, attempts to evade his mission.
ANIMALS AS PART OF THE COMMUNITY THAT ENTREATS HEAVEN FOR MERCY
When the king of Nineveh hears the divine verdict, as spoken by Jonah, he issues a royal decree that applies to both his human subjects and domestic animals: "Let man and beast, herd and flock, not taste anything;; let them not feed, or drink water, but let man and beast be covered with sackcloth, and let them cry mightily to God;; yea, let every man turn from his evil way and from the violence which is in his hands. Who knows, God may yet repent and turn from His fierce anger, so that we perish not?" (Jonah 3:7-9). According to Arnold B. Ehrlich (comm. on Jonah 3:7), "this is the act of childish gentiles and was not born on the knees of the Hebrews. For if you review all of Scripture you will not find such a fast, in which animals fast along with human beings. It is possible that this was the custom of fasts in Assyria and that the prophet, aware of their custom, includes it in his parable." 59 There is no doubt that this description is extraordinary for the Bible;; it is certainly possible that it was written under the influence of Assyrian customs of which the author was aware. 60 It seems to me, nevertheless, that in the context of our book the royal decree is not so astonishing, given the special status of animals in this narrative, from the big fish that acts in the service of God, through the tiny worm which also acts on His behalf, and concluding with the divine compassion that extends to "many beasts" as well.
The phrase "man and beast" appears twice in the king's directive. The animals are clearly included in the first two parts of the proclamation: fasting and wearing sackcloth. Some critics, limiting its scope, maintain that the repetition of "man and beast" in v 8b, with regard to sackcloth, is a corruption influenced by the wording of v 7. But there is no textual evidence for this proposal and no good reason to accept it. Dressing animals in sackcloth in response to a serious threat to the community can also be found in Judith 4:10 (perhaps under the influence of our story). What is more, expressions of mourning that include animals can be found in various ancient texts. Herodotus (9, 24) describes how the Persian army mourned Masistios, "cutting off their own hair and that of their horses, and baggage animals." 61 Plutarch relates Alexander's deep grief for Hephaestion, which included an order to his troops "that the manes and tales of all horses should be shorn." 62 Leslie C. Allen draws attention to a contemporary custom in state funerals, where the horses and the catafalque they draw are draped in the same color as the mourners. 63 It is an open question whether the third clause of the king's decree-"let them cry mightily to God" (v 8b)-refers both to human beings and animals, like the two previous clauses, or only to the citizens, like the next clause, which calls on human beings to repent: "let every man turn from his evil way and from the violence which is in his hands" (v 8c). 64 Although no definite answer can be offered to this question, I tend to the opinion that the animals, too, are meant to call out to the Lord. They are being denied food;; in their hunger they would certainly low and bleat in distress, which could be interpreted as "crying mightily to God." In fact, a number of biblical passages refer to animals who call on God to provide (84) (85) , these sources, which refer chiefly to cutting off the manes of the horses and denying food to cattle, do not involve repentance by animals, unlike the situation in Jonah. His assertion that the author is interested in the fate of the human beings and not in that of their domesticated animals does not seem to be compatible with the end of the book, however. their wants: 65 "The very beasts of the field cry out to You;; for the watercourses are dried up, and fire has consumed the pastures in the wilderness" (Joel 1:20);; "The young lions roar for their prey, seeking their food from God" (Ps. 104:21);; "These all look to Thee, to give them their food in due season" (Ps. 104:27);; "He gives to the beasts their food, and to the young ravens which cry" (Ps. 147:9);; "Who provides for the raven its prey, when its young ones cry to God, and wander about for lack of food?" (Job 38:41). 66 The inclusion of domestic animals in religious ceremonies, including prayer, is documented in an Assyrian text, as Schaumberger showed. The text in question deals with the bad luck (including animal diseases) that may strike a household at the start of Lisi-(when the sun enters the sign of Scorpio). To avoid it, humans, cattle, sheep, and donkeys must refrain from sleeping for three days and pray to Lisithat the entire household may prosper. 67 Because the text has survived in two versions-the Berlin tablet, dated to the time of Sennacherib (687 B.C.E.), and the Paris tablet, which is four centuries younger, Schaumberger concludes that this was practiced in different periods in different regions and that domestic animals took part in nocturnal rites whose purpose was to shield the entire household from bad luck. By extension, he argues, the inclusion of animals in a religious ceremony might apply to an entire city and not just a private household. 68 Various scholars have read the king's decree as satirical or humoristic and as evidence that the penance of the sinful city of Nineveh was on the surface only. 69 I agree, however, with those who see nothing ironic here. 70 The book of Jonah describes the common destiny of human beings and animals. 71 This idea is found elsewhere in the Bible, including the story of the flood, mentioned above, and in the book of Joel, where both human beings and animals are victimized by the locusts that have descended on the land and cry out to the Lord for deliverance (1:18-20). This common destiny, and perhaps even solidarity between man and beast in the book of Jonah, brings us to the third and last section of this paper-the Lord's compassion for animals as well.
THE LORD'S COMPASSION FOR ANIMALS
Divine mercy as a key theme of the book of Jonah
Before we turn our attention to the Lord's compassion for animals, we should highlight the centrality of the notion of divine mercy in the book of Jonah. As is known, commentators and scholars do not agree as to why Jonah ran away. The answer, of course, is intimately related to the meaning of the book as a whole. Here I will summarize the major answers that have been proposed and express my reservations about the first five.
1. A nationalist and political motive: Because Jonah, a nationalistic Israelite prophet (see 2 Kgs 14:25), knows that Assyria will eventually attack and defeat Israel, he has a vested interest in its destruction. 72 But as Elias Bickerman cogently argues, the book never mentions or deals with the Israelite nation. 73 Furthermore, as Ben Zvi maintains, the casting of Jonah son of Amittai, the prophet from Gath-hepher, as its protagonist sets the story in an age when Assyria posed no threat whatsoever to Israel;; nor does anything in the narrative hint that Jonah has prophetic foreknowledge of that empire's eventual role in the destruction of the Northern Kingdom or that he harbors some particular animosity toward the Assyrian nation. 74 2. A nationalist and theological motive: Jonah is afraid that the residents of Nineveh will do penance, after which Israel will be condemned for ignoring its prophets and the words as respect, not ridicule, and as pathos, not parody." 71 See also Mulzer ("Die Buße der Tiere," 77). But Mulzer also holds that the narrator is interested in the fate of the human beings and not of their domesticated animals, who "repent" only because they belong to the people (77-78). His assertion ignores the Lord's declaration in the last verse of the book (4:11), which clearly indicates His concern for both humans and animals. 72 not the principle of mercy. 79 Unlike Moses, who urged God, "Turn from Thy fierce wrath, and repent of this evil against Thy people" (Exod 32:12);; and unlike Joel, with his message of encouragement and promise, "for He is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and repents of evil" (Joel 2:13);; Jonah assails the Lord with the reason for his flight from his mission in the past and his disgust with the life in the present: "for I knew that Thou art a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and repenting of evil" (Jonah 4:2). 80 As I understand it, the conclusion of our book, which places compassion at its center, supports the last option. The "surprise gap" 81 at the beginning of the story, with regard to Jonah's motive for running away, is filled in at the conclusion, when Jonah impeaches the Lord's grace and compassion as the reason for his flight (4:2), and even more so in the last verse of the book, in which the Lord justifies His decision to show mercy for Nineveh. As Sternberg argues, the impression conveyed by the start of the story is that God is wrathful and punitive. As for Jonah and his flight, we mistakenly believe that the recalcitrant prophet "is too tenderhearted to carry a message of doom to a great city. He obviously protests against a wrathful God not with words, like Abraham or Moses or Samuel, but with his feet." 82 But the last verses of the book show that we had it backwards: Jonah does not flee because God is a wrathful God, but because He is a merciful God. The Lord's reaction to the Ninevites' penance-"When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil way, God repented of the evil which He had said he would do to them;; and He did not do it" (3:10)-clearly echoes "the Lord repented of the evil which he thought to do to his people" (Exod 32:14). Thus the book of Jonah teaches us that the Lord's mercy is not reserved exclusively for "His people" but extends to all of His creation. Many biblical passages teach us about the power of repen- 80 On the ironic effect of Jonah's complaint in comparison to biblical passages that laud the Lord's mercy and seek it, see Marcus, From Balaam to Jonah, 126-28. 81 On this term, and the use of this literary device throughout the book of Jonah, see M. Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985), 318-20. 82 Ibid., 318.
tance to alter a divine decree;; particularly close, for our present purpose, is God's proclamation to all nations in the book of Jeremiah: "If at any time I declare concerning a nation or a kingdom, that I will pluck up and break down and destroy it, and if that nation, concerning which I have spoken, turns from its evil, I will repent of the evil that I intended to do to it" (Jer 18:7-8). 83 Unlike Abraham, who debated God in an attempt to save the sinful city of Sodom (Gen 18:17-33), Jonah quarrels with God out of irritation with the divine decision not to punish the sinful city of Nineveh after its residents have repented. 84
The Lord's compassion for animals
The conclusion of the book of Jonah teaches us that the Lord's compassion extends to both man and beast. The talmudic sages and the traditional commentators debate whether the Torah precepts that protect animals are motivated by divine compassion for them. Most offer anthropocentric reasons for these precepts: education (to wean human beings from cruelty), hygiene, religion, human-centered ecological concerns, and so on. 85 But some midrashim and traditional commentators emphasize that the Lord shows mercy to animals as well as human beings. 86 Several midrashim even suggest that sometimes the Lord saves human beings only because of animals that are blameless. According to the Jerusalem Talmud, the Lord pardoned Nineveh because its residents blackmailed Him! Exploiting the Lord's concern for animals, they abused their livestock and threatened God that if He did not have mercy on them they would not show mercy to their animals:
does "mightily" mean? Rabbi Simeon ben Halfuta said: "The arrogant defeated the virtuous" (J Ta'anit 2:1 [65b]). 87 The Lord's peroration is compatible with the argument that He shows mercy to animals. In fact, His compassion for animals is emphasized by the structure of His rebuke of the prophet, which draws special attention to the words "and many beasts" by leaving them without a parallel clause: 88 4:10 4:11 The Lord's compassion for the animals is of a piece with the universal dimension of the book of Jonah and sharpens one of its main messages: God is not a national deity, the God of Israel alone;; rather, His dominion extends to the entire Earth and His subjects 87 So too Pesiqta de-Rav Kahana 24, s.v. "The repentance of the men" (ed. Mandelbaum, vol. 2, 361-62). This midrash is an attempt to defend the honor of Israel by forestalling the idea that the Ninevites, in their repentance, are better than the people of Israel, who are in no hurry to mend their ways. This comparison bothered the talmudic sages and traditional commentators;; see above, the second reason for Jonah's flight. 88 Sasson, Jonah, 319. 89 Trible (Rhetorical Criticism, 219-22;; "Ecological Soundings," 196-97, 198) argues that we learn from the Lord's statement, unexpectedly, that Jonah was upset about the gourd not only because it had provided him with shade, but also as a matter of disinterested compassion. But her idea is not persuasive. Still, the Lord's a fortiori argument is indeed problematic, because Jonah did not feel sorry for the gourd but for himself, who had benefited from it. Perhaps we can say that the Lord, too, derives benefit from the great city of Nineveh, as asserted by Abravanel (Prophets, 129) on Jonah 4:11;; perhaps this is the Lord's subtle way of rebuking Jonah for being capable of self-pity but not of pity for others. Cf. Brichto, Toward a Grammar, 78-79.
